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I T WAS a-typical evening from all appearances. No casual observer passing by would have
noticed anything was amiss. Th e three were seated quietly in antique high-backed chairs around
a small dining room table. The tablecloth had been imported. It was a fine Swiss linen, and there
were matching linen napkins—both decorated delicately with a light floral pattern...
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IT WAS a-typical evening from all appearances. No casual observer passing by would have noticed anything was 
amiss. T h e three were seated quietly in antique high-backed 
chairs around a small dining room table. The tablecloth 
had been imported. It was a fine Swiss linen, and there were 
matching linen napkins—both decorated delicately with a 
light floral pattern. Sterling silver cutlery surrounded expen-
sive Lennox china—set symmetrically about a central vase 
containing six long stem Imperial Roses. The dinner was 
spread with precision outward from the center piece. T h e 
father, at the head of the table, was sovereign over the turkey, 
resting proudly before him, and the white wine. T h e step-
mother, to the right, had in her domain the noodles almon-
dine, as well as a small bowl of assorted sour pickles. Across 
from her, were the plates of stuffing, and the green bean cas-
serole, and the boy whose head was bowed low. From the 
other room, the melodic strains of a violin concerto built 
to a fiery intensity, burst, and subsided again to creep 
through the doorway of the dining room and compete with 
the gurgle of the shiny silver coffee pot. It was Good Friday. 
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The boy raised his head looking first to his father, then 
his stepmother. He was small against the blue velvet up-
holstery of the high-backed chair. T h e thin strands of blond 
hair were neatly combed with care, although his tie rested 
a bit askew beneath his collar. T h e suit jacket made him 
feel uncomfortable, and he shifted uneasily in the seat. The 
stepmother nodded, smiling faintly as the boy bowed his 
head to recite. 
"O Lord, bless this meal we are about to receive; and 
bless this . . . " the boy shuddered noticeably, but went 
on—". . . this home which has brought us . . . together 
under thy guidance. Amen." 
From the other room Chopin's Military Polonaise began 
to play. The father began carving the turkey. T h e boy sat 
silently, his head still bowed. He didn' t want to look up. He 
knew she'd be watching. She'd be smiling that almost un-
noticeable smile. She always did that after the prayer—almost 
as if he'd prayed to her. There was a bad taste in his mouth, 
and he reached for the glass of iced water, glancing at his 
stepmother's face as he did. 
Constance Grace McQuistan was an attractive woman 
for her age, and took great pride in her appearance. Her hair 
was jet black even now at fifty-three. Her face was small and 
oval shaped—still almost free of the wrinkles of age. Her 
eyes were deep and dark brown under carefully tweezed eye-
brows, reflecting the crystalline light from the chandalier 
overhead. Her lips were thin, lightly rouged in the best of 
taste, and each cheek was powdered to a soft whiteness. Ex-
cept for a long steeply sloping nose that extended downward 
a bit too far, her face was perfect. But that was her only 
physical flaw. She was small in frame but well endowed. She 
was slender at the waist and hips, with firm, long legs, and 
tiny feet. She wore a tight, rather low cut dress, a single 
strand of pearls, and matching earrings. 
She sat smiling, looking out over her dominions. She 
glanced from the noodles almondine and assorted pickles, to 
the turkey, and then to the boy. She felt a sense of pride 
arise within her upon surveying the table. She had always set 
a good table resplendent with the best meats and vegetables 
the stores had to offer—and she'd always cooked them herself 
even though she'd been plagued with a minor case of bursitis. 
And yes, she thought, she'd been a good mother to her step-
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son too. She'd always sacrificed for him—had done his wash 
regularly, cooked his meals, and bought him splendid pres-
ents on Christmas, and on his birthday. She'd even done 
most of his mending. She sighed, feeling secure that she'd 
done her best to bring them all together in the home. From 
the other room the Military Polonaise ended in a resounding 
forte leaving the room quiet at last, except for the angry gur-
gling of the shiny electric percolator. 
T h e father finished carving the turkey. He was the first 
to speak. 
"How was school today, Charley?" 
The boy shifted uneasily in his seat. Conversation was 
always dangerous at the table, and usually disastrous. He 
wondered if tonight would be different from the others. 
Grace was still smiling. Perhaps she was in good humor. 
"Fine, Dad. I pulled a B on that math exam." 
"Grace mentioned that you come home rather late 
today . . ." 
T h e boy turned to look at his stepmother. So that was 
it, he thought. She suspected him—but perhaps she didn' t 
know. Either way, the night was sure to be long and tense. 
"Yes. I did get home a bit late. I . . . ah . . . walked 
Donna home today. I stayed and talked to her for awhile 
before coming back." 
T h e stepmother cleared her throat. The light sparkled 
in her eyes, and her thin lips were drawn into a sardonic 
smirk. She delicately fondled the single strand of pearls and 
stared directly at the boy. T h e shiny percolator stood alone 
on a nearby serving table. It had gone quiet. The room 
was silent. 
"That 's quite an excuse, Charles," she said. ". . . But 
I've got news. When you didn ' t get home by five o'clock I 
became worried and called the school. Does the name Dr. 
O'Neill sound familiar?" 
So, she did know. He no longer wondered what the 
night would have in store. She'd found her excuse. He sighed 
softly, and slumped against the high, rigid back of the chair. 
T h e light from the chandalier seemed to grow more intense. 
Perspiration ran down the boy's back. He loosened his tie, 
unbut toned his collar, and looked towards his father. 
"Yes, I know Dr. O'Neil. He's the school psychologist." 
He 'd been seeing the doctor for about three weeks now. 
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The past year had been a struggle for him in this new house. 
He had tried to adjust; tried to accept Grace—telling himself 
that his father had a right to his happiness too. T h e first 
months had even been pleasant. But the novelty had worn off 
—Grace had changed towards him. He was only a child in her 
eyes, only fourteen, and she was a worldly business woman. 
His opinions were of no consequence and had an ill effect 
on her if they happened to be different than hers. After all, 
he must maintain the proper perspective between children 
and adults. Rather than argue he had gotten into the habit 
of remaining silent at the supper table—but that caused argu-
ments too. If he was too quiet it meant he was sulking, or 
ignoring her. Lately, he was unable to even talk to his father 
at any length, or she felt left out . . . not part of the family. 
He had become so depressed, so frustrated, that he snapped at 
his friends over trifles. He 'd become introverted, and his 
school work had begun to suffer. Finally he'd gone to Dr. 
O'Neil in desperation . . . but he hadn't told his parents. 
"Now, Charles, why couldn't you have just come out and 
told us you'd gone to see the doctor? Do you have to lie to 
your own parents?" 
T h e boy closed his eyes, gritting his teeth. Oh Jesus, he 
thought, this is going to be a good one tonight. She's really 
laying it on for the old man. . . . to your own parents! No, 
he wouldn't have had to lie to his own parents! 
His father leaned back in his seat, pushing it away from 
the table. He folded his hands in his lap, and stared at the 
boy. 
"Did you see Dr. O'Neil today?" 
"Yes, I stopped in and spoke with him briefly." 
"Briefly?—Briefly until five o'clock, huh. That 's brief? 
Come on Charley, let's start to level with each other." 
The boy stared at his father. Christ, he thought, what's 
the big production. He looked towards his stepmother. She 
smiled faintly at him. 
"Yeah, Dad, O.K. Until five o'clock." 
How long have you been seeing this man, Charles," 
added the stepmother, amused. 
"About three weeks or so—why?" 
"Well . . . You don' t have to get so damn smart about 
the whole thing. I'll have you remember your manners in 
my house," she retorted, suddenly angry. 
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T h e boy sat back, startled. He had made a clear, concise 
answer to the question, and posed one of his own. Tha t was 
all. There had been no hint of annoyance in his voice. He'd 
become well-practiced in supressing his own emotions. He 
folded his hands, and swallowed hard, feeling the pit of his 
stomach knot at the inflection in her voice. He felt like leav-
ing the table—but no, he'd stay. Perhaps her anger would 
pass. 
T h e father handled the expensive wine glass, sipping at 
its contents occasionally. 
"Charley, what do you discuss with the doctor when you 
go to see him?" 
"Well, you know how things like that go Dad. He 
gives me tests and we talk . . . talk about the tests, and 
about things in general. You see I've been having trouble 
in school lately—which is why he gave me that intelligence 
test today. He says I have a very high I.Q.—about a hundred 
fifty I think he said. That 's pretty good, isn't it, Dad?" 
T h e stepmother rested her elbows on the fine imported 
Swiss linen tablecloth and leaned forward, speaking harshly. 
"Charles! Don' t be so evasive! your father asked you a 
specific question pertaining to your discussions with the 
doctor. Now why don' t you just answer him!" 
The boy sat very still. His clear blue eyes became moist 
with tears of anger. He bit his lip, and lowered his head so 
they wouldn't see. He couldn't tell them the truth. If he 
told them he had gone in desperation; told them that he'd 
gone because she'd always made him feel so damn small and 
insignificant; because she wouldn' t even let him speak to his 
father without getting upset . . . if he told them why, Grace 
would be offended, and there would be hell to pay. And yet, 
if he tried to lie, they would know—and the inquisition 
would redouble its efforts. T h e boy chose to remain silent. 
Grace waited for the boy to reply, becoming more furi-
ous with the passing time. T h e soft whiteness of her pow-
dered cheeks glowed red with rage. The carefully tweezed 
eyebrows pulled together wrinkling the smooth forehead, 
one arching high above the left eye. The long slender nose 
became more prominent—powdered white against a burn-
ing face—and the dark eyes seemed black mirrors reflecting 
the harsh crystalline glow of the room. Suddenly she 
slammed her small fist down against the table with such 
34 Sketch 
force that wine glasses toppled, cutlery clattered to the floor 
and the vase of Imperial Roses trembled with fear. 
"I 'm sick of it! Sick of this damn house, and sick of both 
of you! I'm never included in your conversations. I'm not 
part of this family! All I do is cook, and do your wash, and 
slave for you. I'm a maid in my own house! Well, both of 
you can go to hell!" 
With this, she rose to her feet and left the room, knock-
ing over the antique chair in her anger. 
The boy sat motionless and looked at his father. Finally, 
he rose. 
"Excuse me Dad—I can't take this. Every other night 
gets to be too much for a guy." 
He walked into the living room, past his stepmother, 
who stood glaring at him. 
"And you! You're the cause of all this," she screamed. 
"You have no respect for me or your father! You're just an 
ungrateful little snip!! You've got no manners. You're 
belligerent, and don't give a good goddamn for anyone but 
yourself!" 
She was gesticulating wildly, and stamping her feet on 
the soft tufts of imported carpeting. Her jet black hair had 
fallen from its proper position and looked unkempt. She'd 
thrown one of her matching pearl earrings to the floor. The 
dress, tight against her body, heaved with her breast, height-
ening the image of her anger. Around her neck was the 
single white strand of pearls. They looked somehow mis-
placed, no longer adding allure to the woman they adorned. 
The boy turned—impassive, to all outward appearances. 
He stared deep into the dark eyes that flashed at him through 
the dim light of the room. What a classic bitch, he thought. 
I wonder if Dad knew what he was getting into when he 
married you. 
"Grace, you are by far the most immature woman that 
has ever breathed." T h e boy uttered the words almost 
whispering, overcome completely by the anger he felt inside. 
He turned quickly and ran u p the stairs to his room. 
T h e boy had changed quickly out of his suit, putt ing 
on a comfortable pair of levis and a warm sweatshirt. He 
had locked the door—he knew what was going to take place. 
It had happened before. 
The silence of the room was broken by the sound of the 
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turning doorknob. When the door didn't open, there was 
the loud banging of little fists pounding, and feet kicking at 
the wood. T h e boy walked to the stereo, put on a record 
and turned u p the volume. T h e window opened as he tugged 
on it, and he slipped his body through it onto the garage roof. 
He jumped down and ran, leaving his screaming stepmother 
and the stereo to fiorht it out. 
John manages to create the image of the pathetic child-man caught be-
fore the authority of the immature adult. The story has a problem in back-
ground character development. The situation has been congealing over 
months and is forced into a single episode. This causes John to stuff some 
rather strained dialogue into the stepmother's and the boy's mouths, pre-
cipitating action for ivhich I was not quite prepared. However, the story 
does move well and is adequately developed within the constraints of a one-
time, one-place narrative.—E.B. 
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Across the dark sky, 
T h e rain drizzles quietly. 
Filling my footprints. 
